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MARY, CONCEIVED WITHOUT SIN
Francis J. Connell, C.Cs.R.

of

of Lourdes in southwestern
of occasions to a peasant
girl named Bernadette Soubirous. lt was only toward the end of this series
of apparitions that the Lady identif ied herself ; and then she did not givc
her name, but rather designated herself by a unique privilege granted lt
her through God's prediiection, when she said, "l am the lmmaculate
Conception." From this statement it was evident that the beautiful locly
who made l'rer supernatural appearance in the cave near the river Gave
in Lourdes was no other tharr Mary, the Mother of God. Fo'r it was fou:
years previously, on December 8, I854, that Pope Pius lX had solemnly
proclaimed as an article of Catholic faith the doctrine that the Blesse,-l
Virgin'Mary was conceived immune from the stain of original sin.
In the early part

I

B5B, in the little town

France, a beautiful lady appeared on a number

Meqning of The Immoculqte Conception
Before we can study the significance of the doctrine of the lmmaculate
Conception, we must consider what it does not mean, in view of the fact

that this phrase "lmmaculate Conception" is often misunderstood, not
on ly b;z non-Catholics, but even by some Catholics.
THE IMMACUTATE CONCEPTION, IN CATHOTIC THEOTOGICAL tANGt AGE, does not refer to the virginal conception of Christ. ft is unfortunate that nol a f ew persons, otherwise intelligent, conf use these two. lt
is indeed an a rticle of Catholic f a ith that tlre Second Person of the Ho!y
Trinity became the Son of Mary through a marvelous operation of the
Holy.Spirit, in such wise that she conceived Him without the co-operatiorr

of any human father. By a miracle the Almighty supplied toward the
conception of the God-Man what is naturally supplied by the father in
natural generalion, so that Mary remained a virgin even when she became
the Mother of the Word Incarnate. This was the virginal conception of

Jesus Chrisl, sometimes known as His virginal birrh. But, in Catholic
theological language, this was not what we call the lmmaculate Conception.
It is called the virginal conception of Christ; it might be called immaculate
in the sense that there was no human activity to effect the pregnancy of
Our Lady, and it was surely immaculate in the sense that no original sin
ever defiled the soul of the Son of God, who was Mary's son. But the

of Mary refers to her own conception from the
were
her parents, and who are believed to have been
holy couple who
lmmaculate Conception

a couple named Joachim and Anne.
SECONDLY, THE IMMACUTATE CONCEPTION

OF MARY DOES

NOT

signify that there was anything extraordinary or miraculous in the coniugal
relationship between Joachim and Anne whereby Our Lady was conceived.

It is true, there were some ancienl writers who believed that Mary was
granted the privilege of a virginal conception, similar to that which Christ
received; but there is absolutely nothing to substantiate such a view.
Hence, we reasonably conclude that f rom the physica I standpoint the
conception of Mary took place iust like that of any ordinary human being.

Now that we have seen what did nol constitute the lmmaculate Conception, we naturally ask in what did it consist? The answer is that the
lmmaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary consisted in the preservation of her soul from original sin through the infusion of sanctifying
grace into her soul from the first instant of her existence, in virtue of the
anticipated merits of her Divine Son.
According to Catholic theology, original sin consists in the privation of
sanctifying grace in the soul of every descendant of Adam brought about
by the fact that Adam, the moral head of the human race, by his disobedience forfeited grace, not only for himself but also for all who would be
descended from him by natural generation. There was no iniustice on the
part of God in making the decree that Adam should represent the entire
human race in this matter, and that on him it should depend whether every
one of his descendants would come into existence in the state of sanctifying
grace or deprived of this sublime quality. For sanctifying grace is. a free
gift of God, to which human nature has no right. Hence, God could
determine to give it to all the descendants of Adam in the event that
Adam remained faithful to his Creator and to withhold it in the event
that Adam disobeyed God's commandment. In this latter event the absence
of sanctifying grace in the soul would be a privation, not a mere absence,
since it would be the lack of something due to the soul by God's originsl
decree.
NEVERTHETESS, IT WOUID NOT NECESSARITY IfVIPIY

ANY DIMINUTION

of the natural powers and perfections of human nature. Theologians are
not in agreement as to whether or not the natural abilities of man have
been weakened by original sin; but the better opinion seems to be that

they have not. In other words, we come into lhe world with the same
degree of natural spiritual strength and perfection as we would have had
in a purely natural staie. But we lack somelhing which we would have
had if Adam had not sinned-sanclifying grace-and lhis privaiion is what
we call original sin.

of the preternatural gifts which
parents,
first
such
as freedom from death and
God bestowed on our
suffering and the inordinate inclinations of passion. lt is in this slate fhat
the soul of every human being is destined to begin ifs existence at lhe
Furthermore, we have been deprived

moment when it is created by God and infused into the tiny body brought
into existence by the parenls.

NOW,

IN

VIRTUE OF HER IMMACUTATE CONCEPTION, MARY WAS

preserved from the stain of original sin. In oiher words, simulfaneously
with the creation of her soul God conferred on her sanctifying grace. From
the time when He promised our erring first parents to send a Redeemer
who would make atonement for their sin, God has always provided a
m3ans whereby the soul can be cleansed of original sin and endowed with

sanctifying grace; as in the Mosaic Dispensation by circumcision, and in
the New Law by Baptism. Thus, the soul is raised up from sin after it has
fallen. But in the case of Mary there was no raising up after a fall; there
was a prevention of the fall.
This was effected by the power of the anticipated merits of Jesus Christ.

li

was God's plan to send us the Redeemer, His own Son, ioined to a
human nafure, through a hyposfafic or personal union. He was to satisfy
the iustice of God for the sins of men and merif for them a return lo grace.
From the moment of the promise (Genesis 3, l5) every grace granted to
a human being has been a grace merited by Christ; and this will be the
case until the end of the human race. Even before the Redemption was
actually accomplished, God granled graces by the anticipafion of Our
Lord's merits, which He foresaw with certainty, as He foresees all that will
come to pass ih future. lt was through lhe anticipaled merits of her Son
that Mary was preserved from original sin. In olher words, she was
redeemed, even as we are, for she was a descendant of Adam, and as
such was due to conlract original sin. She had what theologians call the
debt of original sin, and hence needed redemption, but in her case
redemption was a preservalion; in our case it was a liberafion.

Proofs of The Doctrine
we can easily see how fittlng it was that Mary should have this privilege.
to be the Mother of God. She was to enioy the highest dignity
ever granted lo a hurnan being. Surely, then, it was appropriate that she
should never be subiect to the defilement that has become the sad inheritance of mankind. she was to be the Queen of rhe angels. Surely it would
be incongruous lhat she should be subieo to a humiliation that the angels
never endured.
She was

HOWEVER, THESE ARE BUT ARGUMENTS FROM FTTNESS; THEY DO

not prove the fact of her preservation from sin, which depended on the
free choice of Almighty God. Furthermore, they do not prove that the
lmmaculate conception is a revealed doctrine, which it must be in order
to become a truth of divine-catholic faith. on what grounds do Catholics
believe fhat the lmmaculate Concepfion actually took place and that it is
a truth contained in divine revelation? In other words, what iustifies pope
Pius lX in 1854 in proclaiming that it is a revealed doctrine that Mary
was preserved from the stain of original sin from the first instant of her
conception?

lf we furn to the first book of the Bible, Genesis, we read in Chapter
3, verse 15, the words which God spoke to the serpent, the devil, after
he had induced our first parents to sin: "l will put enmifies between thee
and the woman, and thy seed and her seed; she shall crush thy head, and
thou shalt lie in wait for her heel." The "seed of the woman" according to
the traditional interprelation, is the Redeemer to come at some fuiure time
to repair the harm done by Satan. Accordingly, the woman herself is the
Mother of the Redeemer. And since God promised that the enmities
between the woman and the devil would be parallel to the enmities
between the seed of the woman and the seed of the devil (sin), and the
lafter enmities were to be absolute and perpetual, it follows that between
Mary and the devil lhere were to be absolute and perpefual enmifies,
complete and irreconcilable hostility. Bur this would be the case only if
she was never to be under the sway of the devil, and consequently ever
to be free from all stain of sin.
ANOTHER TEXT OF SACRED SCRIPTURE WHICH HAS SOME VAIUE IN
proving this doctrine is the greeting of the angel of Mary at the Annunciation: "Hail, full of grace." The fullness of grace, taken literally, excludes
all sin, including original sin.

However, it must be remembered that according to Catholic principles
a doctrine need not be contained in the Bible in order to become the truth
of divine-Catholic faith. Tradition, originating with Christ or with His
apostles, has the same value as the Sacred Scripture, for it too is the word
of God, though not incorporated into the inspired writings. Now, tradition,
dating back to the very beginning of the Christian era, contains statements
which implicitly but adequately declare that Mary was conceived without
the stain of original sin. lt must be emphasized that a truth may be contained in divine revelation implicitly-that is, as a particular or specific
phase of a doctrine that is expressed in more general terms. Now, if we
study some of the statements made by the early writers of the Church as
presenting the Church's traditional doctrine, we can find there implicitly
the assertion of the lmmaculate Conception. For example, these writers
said that Mary was all-pure, all-holy, never dominated by sin, purer than
the angels, the only innocent one, etc. Such assertions could not have
been true, if Mary had ever been defiled by sin.
Some of the ea rly writers, such as St. lrenaeus ( I 35-203), Bishop of
Lyons, used a comparison between Eve and Mary which implies Mary's

lmmaculate Conception. They stated that iust as Eve was sinless and
endowed with grace from the beginning, so Mary too, began her existence
in the state of grace, although the future conduct of the two was very
d ifferent.

History of The Doctrine
And so, it can be said that even in the early centuries the Church
of holiness that excluded even a momentary
defilement of her soul by original sin and hence implicitly proposed the
doctrine of the lmmaculate Conception. This tradition of Mary's sublime
sanctity prevailed more widely in the Eastern Church than in the West.
For that reason the feast in honor of Mary's conception-first known as
the conception of St. Anne-was established in the East as early as the
eighth centuqy, and gradually made its way to the West.
ascribed to Mary a degree

HOWEVER, BEGINNING WITH THE TWETFTH CENTURY

A CONTROVERSY

arose among the theologians of the Western Church regarding the first
sanctification of Our Lady. All admitted that Our Lady had received sanc-

tifying grace before her birth; but the particular moment was the point
of controversy.Many held, and it seems that even St. Thomas Aquinas was

among them, that Mary's soul was stained with original sin for a brief
time before it was sanctif ied in the womb of her mother. They thought
that this followed necessarily from the doctrine that all human beings
descended from Adam, including Mary, have been redeemed by Jesus
Christ. lt is to the Franciscan school, especially the celebrated scholar, Duns
Scotus, that credit must be given for the vindication of this prerogative
of Our Lady by pointing oul that it was possible for Mary to be redeemed
through the merits of Christ by u preservative redemption, without actuallv
contracting original sin.
Gradually the opinion for the lmmaculate Conception grew more common.Beginning with the fifteenth century the Popes favored it in their
official documents, although it was not as yet an article of divine-Catholic
faith. But finally Pope Pius lX decided that the time had come to define
solemnly this glorious privilege of the Mother of God. However, to avoid
even the least appearance of imprudence or haste, the Pope first inquireC
of all the bishops of the world whether they considered the doctrine of
the lmmaculate Conception contained in divine revelation. More than 600
replied, dhd of these only fou r or f ive were of the opinion that the doctrine
could not be proved to be revealed.

All the others were agreed that the doctrine is a part of the divine
of the world were in practically unanimous
lX,
when on December 8, 1854, he declared
Pope
Pius
agreement with
that the doctrine of Mary's lmmaculate Conception is a divinely revealed
truth. Of course, the others immediately accept'ed the decision of the
message. And So, the bishops

Sovereign Pontiff.

Theologicql lmplicqtions
Since Our Lady possessed sanctifying grace from the first instant cf
her existence, and was never defiled by original sin, it might seem to
follow that she also enioyed the preternatural privileges granted to our
first parents. However, it must be remembered that this depended on the
free will of God; hence we cannot draw a conclusion on the grounds of
reason only. Now, it is held as a certain doctrine by theologians that Our
Lady was free from inordinate inclinations of passion, as were Adam and
Eve. On the other hand she was certainly not free from suffering. Very
probably she was not free from the natural fate of death, although Pope
Pius Xll left this point unanswered when he defined the doctrine of Mary's

Assumption. She did enioy a high degree of wisdom and probably possessed fhe use of reason, through an infused gift of intelligence, from
the first moment of her existence.
IT frIUST NOT BE THOUGHT THAT THE PRIVITEGE OF THE IMMACULAIE
Conception of itself rendered Mary incapable of committing actual sin.

Our firsf parenfs were endowed with sanctifying grace and lhe prelernatural giffs, yet they could and did sin. However, it is a certain doctrine
that Mary never committed any actual sin, eiiher morlal or venial. The
basis of this privilege was the greaf measure of sanctifying and aclual
graces besfowed on her. The degree of her first grace was probably
greater than that possessed by any sainl, even after meriling for a lifetime;
and since Mary increased constanfly in grace, we can say that the degree
of grace she possessed on her entrance inlo heaven surpassed lhat attained
by all the saints and angels of heaven combined. When we add the fact
that she was granted extraordinary actual graces by the Almighty, we can
realize why it is logical fo conclude thai she never committed actual sin.
Although the human mind cannot grasP the reason for many of the
works of God, we can see the purpose of some of His actions. lt is not
difficult to see the chief reason why the Almighty conferred on Mary the
great privilege of the lmmaculate Conception-because she was destined
to be the Mother of His Divine Son. Her function in the fulfillment of the
divine decree whereby the only begotten Son of God was to become man
for the redemption of the human race was so imporiant and so iniimate
that it was surely most fitting lhat 3he should be all-pure, to be worthy of
her nearness to fhe all-holy God. And it should be noted that this same
reason iustifies the devotion which Calholics pay fo Mary-because God
himself honored her so highly by choosing her to be the Mother of the
Word Incarnate.
BUT WE CAN SEE ANOTHER REASON WHY GOD PRESERVED MARY

from all sin , bofh original and actual-to manifest ihe exalted holiness of
which human nafure is capable through the grace of God, and thus to urge
all human beings to strive for great holiness. Mary was a mere creature
like ourselves; !€f, through the graces granted fo her she became the
holiest of mere creatures, surpassed in created sanctity only by the human
soul of fhe God-Man. No other human being can aspire to the measure of
graces granted to Mary. To no other child of Adam has the privilege of

an immaculate conception been granted; flo one has ever been or ever
will be endowed with a measure of grace approaching that of Mary. Yet,
every human being, by making use of the graces which God vouchsafed
to grant him, can attain to a high degree of grace in this life and a
corresponding degree of glory in the life to come. Thus, we can all be like
Mary in her wholehearted conformity to the divine plan mapped out for
her from all eternity.
FOR CATHOTICS OF T}IC UNITED STATES THE DOCTRINE OF OUR
Lady's lmmaculate Conception has a special significance. In 1846, the sixth
Provincial Council of Baltimore decreed that Mary lmmaculate should be
the special patroness of the United States, and in Febrt.r ary, 1847, the Hof y
See officially approved this decree. Thus, the Mother of God under the
title of her lmmaculate Conception was acknowledged by the Church of
America as our national Patroness seven years before the solemn declaration of this doctrine. And we cannot doubt but the progress of the Catholic
Church in our coqntry has been due in great measure to the help and the
intercession of Mary lmmaculate. And so, in these troubled times, \M hen
both the national and the international aspects of our country's welfare are
in danger and difficulty, it behooves all of us who acknowledge Mary's
unique intercessory power with her Divine Son to raise our minds and
hearts frequently to her who is our Mother as well as the Mother of God
and to repeat fervently: "Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who
have recoursc to lhee."
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